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Indie issues plea for 
guardian angels to 
ease lockdown pain
The Indie is sending out a message 
today that we are Here to Ease 
Lockdown Pain (HELP) – and we 
need our readers to rally round and 
help support people who are really 
struggling in these difficult times.

We are teaming up with lifeline 
scheme Operation CommUNITY, 
which was launched to support 
vulnerable people in the Bishop’s 
Stortford when the first coronavirus 
lockdown was brought in last March.

Through a network of  care 
organisations, led by Age Concern 
and backed by an army of  volunteers, 
the scheme has been supporting 
people through initiatives including a 
befriending phone line and the 
delivery of  essential food and 
medicines.

But there is a concern that some 
people may be falling through the 
cracks – and that’s where YOU, our 
readers, come in via our HELP 
campaign.

Last month we asked on our 
Facebook page if  individuals, 
households and businesses would be 
prepared to help by donating money, 
goods or services to someone in need 
of  anything. We’ve had a few offers, 
for which we are extremely grateful.

One of  them was from a reader in 
Stortford who said: “I would be 
prepared to buy a laptop up to £200 
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for a child that needs it. My son had 
his A-levels last year and I can’t 
imagine how much extra stress it 
would have caused if  he didn’t have a 
laptop on top of  everything else.”

Indie editor Paul Winspear said: 
“Serendipitously, the same day, we 
were made aware of  a woman in 
desperate need.

“A single mum made redundant in 
lockdown last year, she broke down 
in tears on the phone as one of  her 
children’s teachers told her that her 
child’s device was incompatible. 
All she could think about was 
how they needed a laptop 
and she couldn’t afford 
one.”

Paul said that thanks 
to her “guardian angel” 
the woman took delivery 
of  a brand new laptop just 
three days later.

“It’s a tale to lift the 
heart and bring hope in 
these tough times – and it’s 
a story we want to make 
happen for many more people.”

Age Concern Bishop’s Stortford 
manager Zara Skidmore, who heads 
Operation CommUNITY from its 
base at the New Apton Centre, Apton 
Road, said our HELP campaign 
would assist with specific needs 
which may come to their attention.

“It means that we can get those 
one-off  purchases. For example, 
there are adults as well as children 
who need laptops,” she said. 

Zara highlighted how the scheme 
had provided a new duvet and 
second-hand clothes for a woman 
who had lost everything after her 
home had been flooded.

Readers have already donated 
£2,430 to the Indie’s Just Giving page. 
You can donate online at www.
justgiving.com/crowdfunding/
stortfordindiehelpcampaign.

Alternatively, you can give cash at 
the Indie office at 12 North Street, 
Monday-Friday 9am-5pm.

Referrals will be assessed by the 
Operation CommUNITY team 

and decide what is needed 
in conjunction with adult 
care services and Citizens 
Advice East Herts.

To date, Operation 
CommUNITY has 

delivered 4,999 meals to 
families and those shielding, 
completed 1,079 shopping 
trips and errands, sent out 
over 1,500 care packages and, 

from its virtual call centre, 
managed over 4,500 calls supporting 
78 people with befriending services, 
advice and guidance – all thanks to 
volunteers who have collectively 
given 8,059 hours of  support.

To access its services, phone:
Befriending – 01279 942025
Welfare – 01279 942036
Indie’s HELP line – 01279 942100.
All are available 8am-8pm daily.
You can also ring the office on 01279 

504748 weekdays, 9am-1pm.

C
ovid has highlighted just 
how vulnerable we can 
all be to life’s changes 
and that we never know 

what’s around the corner.
At Citizens Advice we’ve always 

been here to help for the bumps in 
the road and we’re needed now 
more than ever.

Since the first lockdown last 
March we’ve helped over 7,300 
people with issues spanning debt, 
housing, redundancy, domestic 
abuse and benefits among others. 
Many of  the people contacting us 
have never needed help before.

Our service is run mainly by 
volunteers who give their time and 
expertise to help with free, 
confidential and impartial advice, 
supported by paid supervisors and 
specialist case workers.

We tailor our support to meet 
individual needs. Four in five 
people tell us our advice has 
improved their lives. Our analysis 
tells us that for every £1 invested 
in us, we generate £23 in client 
outcomes.

As an independent local charity, 
we need to fundraise to cover the 
costs of  our service and are so 
grateful to all our supporters. We 
can’t name them all but would like 
to take this opportunity to thank 
individuals, community groups, 
town, parish and district councils 
and, of  course, the Indie for 
helping us to do what we do.

We’ll come through 
this if those who can 
help those who can’t
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As we look to the future, with 
some light now at the end of  the 
tunnel, we expect demand for our 
service to increase as government 
support falls away. We are 
working hard to ensure that, 
together with our partners, we 
can keep meeting local need.

One of  the ways we are doing 
this is by introducing a new 
online referral tool called 
Frontline (already used in 
Uttlesford) which will help us to 
simplify and speed up referrals 
for people who need a range of  
support, for example on mental 
health and housing. This will help 
connect some of  the requests for 
help that come in via the Indie’s 
new HELP initiative, ensuring 
longer-term support is there for 
those who need and want it.

Whilst life is tough right now, 
we will get through this if  we 
keep working together – with 
those who can helping those who 
can’t, something which this 
community does so well.

If  you are interested in finding 
out more about what we do and 
how you can support or work with 
us, please see www.citizensadvice 
eastherts.org.uk or email 
comms@citizensadviceeast 
herts.org.uk.

You can call our Adviceline 
(Mon-Fri 10am-4pm) on 0800 144 
8848 or our Message Line 
(anytime) 01920 459944.

Sandra Hilsdon volunteering 
with Operation CommUNITY’s 
virtual call centre during the 
first lockdown – now her 
fellow volunteers, who have 
collectively given over 8,000 
hours of support since last 
March, are ready to take your 
calls on the Indie’s HELP line

Citizens Advice East Herts has helped more 
than 7,300 people since the first lockdown
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